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Engineering Higher EQ and Better
Dynamics in the Boardroom
Boardroom dynamics can make or break the effectiveness of a board. Poor chemistry
and a general lack of emotional intelligence (EQ) can seriously handicap a board’s ability
to problem-solve and make informed decisions. On the other hand, excellent group
dynamics can optimize board productivity for shareholders.
Boards have come a long way toward understanding that
EQ and relationship building skills are as important to vet
as subject matter expertise and experience. However,
new board members always bring their own expectations
and behaviors—shifting dynamics in a way that may for
a period of time impact the effectiveness of a board.
Nasdaq’s playbook for creating a healthy team dynamic
in the boardroom includes the following tactics for
facilitating director engagement, innovation, and candor
in the boardroom.

1

Acclimatize new directors to
board culture.

Even public company directors need a safe place to ask
“dumb” questions. At Nasdaq, we share an overview of
board culture during orientation of new directors. Between
the board chair, the CEO, and corporate secretary, our new
directors have the resources to confidentially ask off-line
questions related to the board culture, operations, and
meeting protocol.
Be prepared to answer questions that delve into the
granularity of board culture, including the cadence of the
board meeting, how to refer to the board chair, when to
ask the CEO direct confidential questions, when to inject
comments during the board meeting, and how offline
conversations should be handled. Knowing these details
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in advance can alleviate concerns of new board members,
allowing them to focus on building important working
relationships and tackling board agenda items.

2

Review boardroom etiquette
with new directors.

Generally, the boardroom etiquette list of “dos” and “don’ts”
closely mirrors the rules we learned early in life: listen,
contribute, take turns, ask questions, treat everyone with
respect. However, boardroom culture and rules of order
may vary widely from company to company. Providing
an overview of the general protocols followed during a
company’s board meetings can encourage participation in a
meaningful way.
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3

Avoid over-processing new
board members.

There is a clarity of vision that comes with a fresh
perspective. The observations made by new board
members during their onboarding phase and early
meetings are insightful and valuable. It’s therefore
important to educate a board member about the company’s
business and culture enough so they hit the ground running
at their first meeting but don’t lose the insights and candor
a fresh set of eyes brings to the table.

5

Engage all
directors.

A measured approach to problem solving, resolving
disagreements, and navigating highly charged situations
hinges upon engaging all stakeholders. A board member
sitting on the sidelines at any meeting represents a lost
opportunity for the group to benefit from hearing and
debating potentially important questions, concerns or
insights. Listen to who speaks and who doesn’t speak
during board meetings and employ a strategy to engage
reticent board members. Such a strategy might include:
• Drafting call-out questions to be used by the board chair
to elicit input from all directors.
• Reserving efforts to elicit engaging discussions from all
directors for executive sessions of the board.
• Allowing directors to process and develop their input
ahead of time by alerting them of, and educating them
about, key agenda issues in advance.
• Having the board chair or CEO reach out to reticent board
members offline, to solicit their ideas and concerns and
find out what may be holding them back.

4

Facilitate communication between
corporate management and
board members.

Energized and enthusiastic directors are keys to a
positive boardroom dynamic. At Nasdaq, the onboarding
program is individualized. We strive to satiate board
members’ appetites for knowledge related to the areas
of our business they are passionate about, whether it’s
technology, fintech, M&A, market trading, or regulation.
For example, if a board member comes to us with expertise
in technology, we have them spend time with Nasdaq’s
CIO, Brad Peterson, and his team. We also expand their
horizons by having them meet with all of the other Nasdaq
business unit leaders to cross-pollinate the board member’s
technology expertise with education and experiences in
other areas of Nasdaq’s business.

Typically, once a director has been successfully encouraged
to speak in a board meeting, they will continue to do so.

6

Rotate committee
memberships.

Rotating committee memberships keeps viewpoints
fresh, exposes board members to new aspects of the
company’s business and governance, and creates new
working relationships among board members—all of which
contribute to effective boardroom dynamics and the
optimization of board productivity for shareholders.

Board members who make tangible contributions stay
focused and engaged. The more often board members
are brought together with executives and business unit
teams to share knowledge, the more energized boardroom
dynamics become.
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7

Leverage seating
arrangements.

There’s an art to managing seating arrangements to
cultivate positive group dynamics, and every corporate
secretary should pay close attention to this. It’s important
to plan who sits next to whom during meetings and
dinners, based on a number of variables:

Reviewing seating arrangements for meetings and dinners
ahead of time with the CEO and chairman of the board is
an extremely productive use of time and contributes to a
more successful board meeting.

• Which members don’t know each other well yet?
• Which members need to engage based on the meeting
agenda?
• Whose turn is it to sit next to the Chair?
• How can unproductive side-bar conversations be
prevented?
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